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Exploratory Foreign
Language Courses in

Digeit the Middle or Junior
High School

Prepared by aora F. Kennedy

What I. _an Exploratory butguage Coeirie?
Within the foreign 'Mil/nage field, the teriti "eicjilkifatnry7

refers self-containeol, nonseguential, interdittiplinatrY
courses designed to introduce aludefits to a variety of lan-
guages and cultures _rather than lengthy =zooms designed hi
teach a specific linguageiialthough specific languagesiare
experienced_ (KerinedY and Ek 1,01t111Cc. 1985);: Theseeourses
are taught in English except for thefOriign_language com-
ponent, and they a*: iiitui* Offered in Middle and junior
hiet schools. Exploratory courses are found in most states;
with interest in them increiming; eapecially in the Middle
West and in the East;

Wh* Eildirialary Courses at tke Milk&
Schritd Leriel?

One of themaior thruzis of the Middle school CeneePt, Mid
of _the junior high school as- originally conceived, is the
provision of opportunitieslor-thildren in *lie -early ntkileicein
stage of development to explore a brovsd range of academic
and vocational field& Advocates ofexploratory_proivaml feel
that _such programs are inieeping with the developmental
needs of this age poop (Hawkinsi 1980. The exploratory
foreign langnage cOUrie has, therefore, become ernsely iden-
tified with tbe middle School
posed to this_type of mime, the middle ithool pupil is bitter
equipped to make a reasoned decision abbot future 0.anguage
study.

Is the Exploratory Coaiii a WU, Idea?
By no means. This type of course was first conceived in the

late teens andearly 192C16 dittirig the eMeigencetif thelintier
high schooL It grew inipapularity until the polt World Wain
era_when_ the_ focus_ shifted to lengthy sequential programs
heginningin elementary_school; However, a few exploratory
proirams survived during the 1950s and 60s. In the_early
197(kt, ihe course _re-emerged as a viable pre high school
foreign language experience with content surprisingly similar
CO die early courses (Kennedy and De Lorenzo, 1985).

How Do the COuriel Look?
Exploratory courses fall under three broad classifications

based on the nature of their content:
General Language. Content includes introduction to tbe
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phenomenon of lansuage; its history and ihe idea of struc-
ture; language families; comparisons among languages; and a
kicik at kieral languages, including artificial languages such
as Eatieranto_and the concept of computer languages.

Language Potpourri (or "Mal Language Stuih") .

several weekaftch_ are sprit on -a few languages, teinhing
limited survival skills together with cultural material related
Meech language. Building readiness for moreformal study of
a foreign-- language can also: be part of this course. The _Ian-
gitagei Sampled are dinally ditise Armed in the school system.

CoMbination . The Kennedy/De Lorenzo survey reVetiled
that MOTit exploratory _courses contained elements of both
general language and language potpourri _in a variety Of _or-

ganizational _formic_ In addition, several or all of the fol-
lowing elt ments may be incorporated into_the models: (i;
Latin as One of the languages explored; or infused throughout
the &Mae, or both: 12)Ianguage_ heritage in the United
Sates, e.g., the French, Spanish, German, or noive Ameri-
tati heritage in Amenca: (3) career awareness, i.e., the role
of foreign languages in the-world of work; (4) languages other
thanihosetaught in_the_school system incorporated oh a Frio:
formal _basis as planned_"experiencesr during the (ourse. a
language commonly_ spoken in the community or one of the
leiti commonly taught languages, perhaps.

When instituting an exploratory courst, the school system
must decide which of such models it will establish.i Then; a
curriculum guide as well_ as a detailed curriculum shoUld lw
written; The guide should include: policies and c.ourse organ-
ization; goals; concepts, objectives; actual phrases and ex-
pressions to be explored for each language lin dialog form):
cultural Material and projects; sample tests; _including an
end-of=course-test: homework suggestions and grading policy:
and basic daily lesson format.

The basic daily lesson format should include: foren lan-
guage _practice; linking the foreign language With EngliSli
skills and vocabulary building; culture cl;scussion, projects.
and reports; review of the phrases practiced; and the learning
of songs. llomewo& should be given; and students graded as
in any other course.

_Betinie7e of their flexible nature, exploratory courses can fit
into the scheduling pattern of most middle schools. Courses
havebeen scheduled to span a year, semester, or nine weeks.
for example; meeting daily or on alternatedays. A course less
than a semester long, however, leaves little time to addres,
the Majtir components, particularly the specific language
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What Preparation ShOidd Teaehers Have?
Few institotiOnii offer college level courses like:the "World

of Language" totthi0 at the University _of Maryland
Baltimore County. courses specifically &Signed to prinine
students to teach exploratory courwes. Consequently. foreign
language teachers; preferably those who_have a liaehground
in foOreilhan cone foreign language; teach the exploratory

_If teachers in a school know only one language._ they
can exchange classes at the end of a sPeCified_period of time;
suck as at the end Of the_semester. Or. as experience in the
Prince George's County. Maryland, sdiools shows, some for7
eign language teachers_may quite easily acquire survival
SkillS -in a second foreignianguagr. allowing schools more
flekibility in which languages will included:

Regatdless of the_ teachers professional preparatioti. an
otieotation-session should be provided for all !eachers who
will teach the couniefor the first time. The session should be
designed to ensute that teachers understar.d the concePt of
the course iind _that _they f011ow-a daily basic lesson format
Similsr to the one described above. In addition, teachers
should be :dear :about the difference between exploratory
Courses and Level I courses_and should he sure that students
and parents are also clear idiout this. The exploratotytourge
is, NOT a i"Witered down" Level- I course; but rather an
interdisciplinary course involving language:development and
several languages and cultures. Additional inservice_sessions
should be provided _to help the teachers prepare their own
long range plan based on the curriculum.

What Types of Materials Are Used?
Materials already in social studies and foreign language

depattmentsi can be adapted. Maps._ texts _about countries.
filmstrips, films, travel guides, culture pamphlets._andkooks
containing survival phrases and eiqiiesstons for several lan-
guages are all appropriate as are_ testa dealing with:general
language _concepts, Latin and Greek roots, and the like.
Students can also_create materials diming "hand-Skin"
ence which can be used for _teaching- other siiidentg. It ig
important, however,: that at least one text be designated as
"bagiC"_and assigned to_each student; Additionally. students
should be required to keep a notebook exclusively for the
course.

Resources
The following public school systems are frequently men-

tioned_in the literature as having long-standing successful
programs; and they are willing to share Materials and guides.
Contact the Foreign Language Divisieni.

Topeka Public _Schools (1970)

624 24th Street
Topeka. KS 66611

Baltimore COUtitY PubLc Schools (1970)
6901 Chatlei Street
Baltiriaire, MI) 212(4

Prince Gootge's County Public Schools (1973)

Sasscer Adminktrative Bldg.
14201 School Lane _

UpPei Marlboro, MD 20870

Fairfax County Public Schools 11974)

The Administration Center
107(X) Page Avenue
Fairfax, VA 22030
(11XX)) 691-2502

Waukesha Public Schools (1979)

222 Maple Avenue
Waukesha, WI 53186
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